Epidemiological, microbiological & electron microscopic study of a cholera outbreak in a Kolkata slum community.
Epidemics of cholera caused by Vibrio cholerae O1 or O139 have been reported from different parts of India. Factors such as unsafe water supply, poor environmental sanitation, indiscriminate defaecation and lack of personal hygiene are mainly responsible for continued transmission of this disease. We report here epidemiological and microbiological findings of a localized outbreak of cholera, which occurred during March and April 2004 in the eastern part of Kolkata city. The affected slum area has a population of 4409, predominantly muslims. Patients suffering from acute watery diarrhoea attended the health outposts organized by National Institute of Cholera and Enteric Diseases, Kolkata and International Vaccine Institute, South Korea as part of a routine surveillance programme at the locality as well as the emergency medical camp organized by the Kolkata Municipal Corporation. Stool and water samples were collected and tested for diarrhoeagenic pathogens in the laboratory. Bacteriophages specific for V. cholerae were isolates and studied electron microscopically for morphology. A total of 89 diarrhoea cases were reported giving an attack rate of 2 per cent. V. cholerae O1 biotype ElTor, serotype Ogawa was isolated as a sole pathogen from 15 (15.8%) of 89 stool samples screened. Water samples (2 from tube wells, 3 from municipal taps and 1 from well) showed presence of coliform bacilli with high MPN (Most Probable Number) count. Bacteriophages specific to V. cholerae were isolated from 2 of 6 water samples examined. A leakage was detected in the main pipeline supplying drinking water to that area. The outbreak was caused by V. cholerae O1 (Ogawa) biotype ElTor. The presence of phages in the water samples was an additional indicator for V. cholerae contamination in this community. Occurrences of such outbreaks support vaccination against cholera as an alternative strategy.